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ABSTRACT
EMMA GRACE RICHBOURG: The Coronavirus Pandemic and Participation in the Influencer
Economy
(Under the direction of Dr. Joshua Hendrickson)
The 2019 coronavirus pandemic, also referred to as the COVID-19 pandemic, altered
day-to-day life and has effected the economy quite notably. The aim of this paper is to determine
to what extent the COVID-19 pandemic altered consumer behavior and whether these alterations
encouraged participation in the influencer economy, which represents social media influencers
who create and monetize online content. In order to do so, I administered a survey to 250
respondents to evaluate the reach of influencers during the pandemic and whether social media
users felt the presence of influencers was an effective marketing technique. I also conducted an
analysis of the returns of companies that used influencer marketing during the COVID-19
pandemic in order to evaluate this marketing method’s effect on performance. The survey results
support the hypothesis that consumers shifted their behavior to be more digital and that they find
influencers to be an effective form of marketing. However, the company return analysis did not
find any significant evidence relating to whether or not influencer marketing positively affected
company returns.
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Introduction
The coronavirus or SARS-COV-2 is a virus that caused a global pandemic that is
commonly referred to as the COVID-19 Pandemic. This virus is an infectious disease that causes
a respiratory illness with varying symptoms that include fever, cough, and loss of taste and smell.
Although many healthy individuals have experienced mild symptoms, those with underlying
medical conditions are at a higher risk of developing a more serious illness that may result in
death. This virus reached the United States in January of 2020 and by March most states began
issuing stay-at-home orders requiring individuals to self-quarantine at home, only allowing them
to leave for necessary items such as prescriptions and groceries. The onset of the stay-at-home
orders changed the day-to-day life of the average citizen dramatically and created changes in the
daily processes of people and businesses that will more than likely become long-lasting
alterations. In the digital age, the need to stay at home caused jobs to move to an at-home work
environment via Zoom or Facetime along with primary and secondary schools moving their
classes to being 100% online. Furthermore, groceries became available through online ordering
along with many other items that consumers demanded such as face coverings, disinfecting
wipes, and hand sanitizer. The COVID-19 pandemic may have long-lasting effects on how
people operate day-to-day and this has generated change in the consumer behavior patterns of
many.
The COVID-19 pandemic created an unprecedented time that required innovation,
adaptation, and full utilization of the resources available at hand. The pandemic forced people to
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remain inside their homes and allowed little ability to shop in brick-and-mortar stores, creating a
unique opportunity for retailers. Although many service-based businesses struggled due to the
pandemic, retailers were able to use this time to their advantage by capitalizing on pre-existing ecommerce sites or by developing new ones. Online shopping increased immensely by almost
32.4% (Digital Commerce 360 Staff, 2021) and retailers needed to adapt towards this form of
consumption. With this transition to shopping from home, along came a natural change in
promotional and marketing techniques. Marketers had to tap into advertising that could reach
their shoppers at home and create engagement within their consumer base. This has allowed the
“influencer”, an individual who is paid by brands to promote their products through social media,
to have an even larger presence. Although the concept of the influencer has been growing for a
few years now, the lockdown in 2020 gave it the chance to expand even more. During the
pandemic, people had little connection to the outside world and found themselves linking with
others through social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook. This provided additional
opportunities for social media influencers to present their followers with products and items to
purchase, along with quality reviews and real-time demonstrations. As vaccines emerged and the
stay-at-home order in the United States lifted, consumers continued to shop online and utilize
influencers, allowing the industry of influencer marketing to keep growing. Influencer marketing
can also be represented by the term “Influencer Economy” which is composed of all the
influencers on social media and their tools that help them monetize their content that make up the
multi-billion-dollar influencer industry.
The aim of this paper is to establish whether or not the COVID-19 pandemic encouraged
participation in the influencer economy, and whether or not companies who used influencer
marketing had excess returns during the pandemic. In order to study the first part of this
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question, I administered a survey to 250 respondents containing 5 questions regarding social
media use and influencer marketing. The survey results support the idea that social media and
online consumption did increase for the majority of individuals and that this majority also
recognized an increased level of engagement with social media users during the pandemic.
Furthermore, the majority of respondents felt that social media influencers were effective in
encouraging the purchasing of products they endorsed.
Next, to study the second part of this question, applying the Capital Asset Pricing Model,
I regressed the returns of companies who used influencer marketing during the pandemic on the
market returns in order to determine whether or not there were excess returns related to the
COVID-19 Pandemic. I do not find evidence of excess returns during the pandemic for the
chosen companies. This result suggests two possible conclusions: (1) influencer marketing had
no significant effect on the returns of companies during the pandemic or (2) influencer marketing
had a significant effect on the returns of companies, however, the pandemic had a
disproportionately negative effect on these companies that offset the positive effect of the
influencer marketing. Overall, through my research, I am able to conclude that the COVID-19
pandemic did positively encourage participation in the influencer economy. However, it is
inconclusive as to whether or not this form of marketing had a positive effect on the returns of
companies who used it.
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Chapter 1: Literature Review
Covid 19 and Consumer Behavior
The pandemic was bound to affect consumer behavior as stores closed and in-person
shopping was limited to only the necessities by mandate. Furthermore, many consumers changed
their buying behavior stemming from their fear of the coronavirus. “The fear of the pandemic has
notably influenced consumer perception of the economic and environmental benefits of ecommerce platforms” (Guthrie et al., 2021, p.1). Fear affected consumer behavior by
encouraging the stock-up mentality and the online purchasing of food to avoid shopping in tight
spaces. It is thought that the generation of young individuals during COVID-19 “will return to
the practice of pantry loading and maintaining an inventory of medical supplies” (Zwanka &
Buff, 2021, p.61) as well as allowing “products and services which involved “high touch” or
close proximity to others” (Zwanka & Buff, 2021, p.61) to be permanently impacted by the
pandemic (Zwanka & Buff, 2021).
The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics published a study that showed 46.8% of
people altered their consumption behavior to be more “protective” (Garner et al., 2020).
Protective responses, in this case, included online shopping and avoiding eating inside
restaurants. Through this study, they found that 45.8% of respondents engaged in online
shopping as a protective behavior (Garner et al., 2020). Fear and government mandates
encouraged individuals to remain inside their homes to prevent contracting the coronavirus.
These external forces encouraged consumers to take advantage of online services
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that were pre-existing for some companies and new for others. The demand for purchasing
online grew quite dramatically and allowed purchasers to shop conveniently and safely from
their own homes. As the pandemic affected consumers and caused changes in behavior patterns,
businesses changed common practices and methods as well.
A study done to determine the impact of the pandemic on online purchasing behavior
thoroughly analyzes how “the corona crises accelerated the development of digital commerce”
(Gu et al., 2021) and developed a “new digitally immersed consumer” (Gu et al., 2021).
Furthermore, this study describes how “uncertainty and unpredictability” (Gu et al., 2021)
surrounding the pandemic forced consumers to change their demands and created a need for
accelerated digitalization that would allow consumers to shop online more easily. This need
allowed the demand for digital technologies to experience a rush. An example of digitalization in
an industry is food and beverages. Since people were required to eat at home during the
lockdown, more consumers began ordering their food and beverages through online services.
Furthermore, grocery stores began to offer online grocery shopping with at-home delivery, which
likely will become more “common place” (Roggeveen and Sethuraman, 2020). Although some
may say that this transition towards using digital technology in every facet of our daily lives to
this extent may be temporary, it is quite certain that it is “likely to modify existing habits”
(Sheth, 2020, p.283).
An editorial written by Anne Roggeveen and Raj Sethuraman promptly states that “It is
very likely that some of the new behaviors adopted by retailers and consumers during the
pandemic may become the new-normal” (Roggeveen and Sethuraman, 2020). A study by
McKinsey & Company highlights that the US saw the maximum growth in consumers who
intend to continue using online shopping even after the crisis ends (McKinsey & Company,
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2020). Furthermore, the majority of categories of products and services saw around a 10%
increase in their online consumer base during the pandemic (McKinsey & Company, 2020). The
study previously mentioned by Shengyu Gu further supports the idea of a more permanent
transition to digitalized shopping by describing the concept that the amount of time consumers
spent online during the pandemic increased overall independently, allowing businesses to exert
less effort in obtaining customers. This shift in effort gave businesses and entrepreneurs the
opportunity to allocate their funds towards revamping their digital platforms such as their ecommerce platform and social media sites. The results of this study signify that “businesses
using quarantine time to build online relationships with users and increase the personalization of
electronic marketing tools, thereby creating a loyal customer base and sustained reputational
capital, will win in the long term” (Gu et al., 2021).
All of these findings highlight that consumer behavior was impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic and one of those major changes was the shift towards utilizing digital technology and
online shopping at a higher rate than before.
The Influencer
This shift in consumer behavior highlights the transition of society towards embracing
digital technology on a level that hasn’t yet been seen. Along with this transition toward ecommerce shopping and ordering, required some change in how product recommendations were
shared. “One of the fastest growing areas is influencer marketers. Many of them have millions of
followers. Impact of digital technology in general and social media in particular on consumer
behavior is massive in scale and pervasive in consumer’s daily life” (Sheth, 2021, p.281).
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The influencer concept has been floating around for a few years now but the presence it
has today is unlike ever before. An influencer is “a person who is paid by a company to show
and describe its products and services on social media, encouraging other people to buy them”
(Influencer). The birth of the influencer began in the early 2000s with the creation of fashion and
lifestyle blogs where bloggers purchased products to share their reviews online. As social media
and digital sharing have evolved, Instagram and Facebook have become the platform of choice
for these bloggers to promote their content. Even more so now, many influencers don’t even
have blogs anymore, they simply share their thoughts and reviews through paid advertisements
on Instagram posts, stories, and reels. As stated by one study, “In the recent years, social
media’s influencer economy has become a multibillion-dollar industry that attracts countless
aspirants with its promise of earning money just from being you” (Hund & McGuigan, 2019,
p.20). Furthermore, this study describes how 75% of national advertisers claim to have some
involvement with influencer marketing (Hund & McGuigan, 2019).
In 2016, advertisers worldwide reportedly spent more than $570 million on influencer
marketing via Instagram, and it was estimated that in 2020 it would be $10 billion. (Hund &
McGuigan, 2019). Brands may choose to use influencer marketing to help make a bigger and
better reach at their audience. A study done by Vyatkina states that “During the campaign, the
reach of the brand is bigger, as it operates with benefits of the already built relationships and
credibility between media influencers and their subscribers” (Vyatkina, 2020, p.1310). The right
influencer for the right brand is an invaluable combination because that influencer has a built-in
customer base that is appropriate and fitting for that brand’s message. This study also describes
how display advertising doesn’t share a relationship with its audience, whereas influencers are
reliable and trusted sources to their followers who serve to be a brand’s targeted consumer base

7

(Vyatkina, 2020). Overall, the influencer is a source of marketing that is becoming widely used
among many different brands that offers profitable and efficient results and helps build brand
trust.
COVID-19 and The Influencer Economy
As people were trapped inside their homes during the coronavirus crisis they were
looking for outside human connection and real interaction. Social media naturally became the
perfect outlet to do just that. Although some companies decreased their spending on marketing,
including marketing done with influencers, others kept their budgets unchanged. Brands that kept
working with influencers during the onset of the pandemic were looking to help positively build
their brand image and drive their online sales (Nalawade, 2020). An editorial written by Charles
R. Taylor argues that there has been a clear “resurgence of enthusiasm for influencer marketing”
and that the COVID-19 pandemic has led to three favorable trends for the influencer economy.
These three trends include (1) an increased level of engagement during the pandemic with only a
slight increase in pricing, (2) a general increase in social media traffic which is clearly positive
for an influencer, and (3) influencers offer a high-value outcome at a lower cost, making them
the more efficient choice for a company looking for new marketing techniques (Taylor, 2020).
One study demonstrates that economic setbacks across the board came with cuts to marketing
budgets, however, budgets for influencer marketing had less extreme cuts than others (Social
Publi, 2020). This study also stated that although the coronavirus crisis completely changed
influencer marketing spending for 32.8% of marketers, 44.1% of those who launched influencer
campaigns saw better results than pre-covid (Social Publi, 2020).
Furthermore, more research shows "The way people can use social media to find out the
nitty gritty on what to wear, put on their skin, eat, etc. has never had such a moment, and
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influencers are the perfect vehicle at the perfect time for brands to maintain relevance and market
share as we come out of isolation" (Suciu, 2020). Statista also provides relevant data that
supports this, which demonstrates how influencer marketing spending has steadily increased over
time reaching $414 million in January of 2020 and $418 million in February of 2020, with a
small decrease to $400 million in March of 2020 due to the economic recession (Guttmann,
2020). All of these findings support that despite the economic downturn, the shift towards social
media and online engagement due to the onset of the pandemic allowed influencers to take
advantage of their unique position. During this time, as the traffic on social media platforms was
heavily increasing, influencers had the opportunity to build honest and genuine connections with
those who followed them. This incentivized brands to work with influencers to spread their
brand message positively and genuinely since advertising events were no longer being held and
billboards on interstates were more than likely not being seen. This study in itself aims to further
investigate how the changes in consumer behavior expanded the influencer economy during the
Covid-19 Pandemic.
Asset Pricing Model
In order to evaluate whether or not influencer marketing created excess returns for
specific firms during the pandemic, I used the Capital Asset Pricing Model as a measurement
guide in my primary research. The Capital Asset Pricing Model (CAPM) of Sharpe & Lintner
offers “predictions about how to measure risk and the relation between the expected return and
risk” (Fama and French, 2004, p.25). The CAPM is built on many assumptions including that
investors are risk-averse, “they care only about the mean variance of their one-period
investment” (meaning they want to minimize variance and maximize returns) (Fama and French,
2004, p.26), and that borrowing and lending occurs at the risk free rate. The Sharpe-Lintner
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CAPM equation is E(Rit) = RFt+ bi [E(RMt) – RFt]. This equation gives the expected return on any
asset equal to the risk-free rate, in addition to the bi, which measures risk as the covariance of the
asset and the market, multiplied by the risk premium.
Fama and French (1996) recognize that the CAPM does not account for many patterns
that appear in average stock returns, which are known as anomalies. This paper explores the use
of a three-factor model that accounts for portfolio size and book-to-market-equity ratios in order
to account for the “so-called anomalies of the CAPM” (Fama and French, 1996, p.68). The
Three-Factor model includes an estimate, a, which can be “used to calibrate how rapidly stock
prices respond to new information (Fama and French, 2004, pg. 39). The Three-Factor model
compared to the CAPM demonstrates that “b alone cannot explain” (Fama and French, 1996,
p.74) all of the expected return, and that there is some excess return that must be accounted for.
A paper written by Michael C. Jensen evaluates the ability of a financial firm to predict
security prices well enough to outperform the market. To evaluate the performance of financial
firms, Jensen uses the Capital Asset Pricing Model (CAPM) and breaks it down to collect data
for parts of the equation to estimate intercepts. Although my paper is not concerned with the
ability of a firm to forecast future security prices, the CAPM is useful in determining cumulative
excess returns of a company to the pandemic.
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Chapter 2: Survey & Survey Results
Section 2.1: Survey
I administered a survey to a random pool of 250 respondents containing five questions to
determine whether or not the COVID-19 Pandemic positively encouraged participation in the
influencer economy. This survey was administered via Pollfish Inc., a market research provider
that enables organic sampling with mobile integration that achieves accurate and transparent
results. Pollfish uses a software development kit that is integrated directly into apps on mobile
devices in order to reach consumers and collect their survey responses. By doing so, Pollfish
partners with app developers who then incentivize their users with a non-cash reward for
completing the survey. An example of this may include 1 token for a completed survey in a
gaming app (Pollfish). Pollfish has the “largest global audience of survey takers” (Pollfish)
which allows them to reach their target audience efficiently and effectively. Furthermore, their
direct partnership with app developers creates high-quality responses without the possibility of
fraud. To do this, Pollfish uses a process known as random device engagement (RDE), which
engages a consumer on their smartphone while they are using an app. Random device
engagement uses non-probability sampling which means there are limits on how much can be
determined about the entire population from the collected sample. However, this limitation is
overcome by the use of analytics to overcome biases. Through this method, Pollfish is able to
gather all the demographic information needed for a survey. For example, this survey accounted
for age, gender, education background, employment status, marital status, ethnicity, household
income, and geographic location. To thoroughly evaluate the impact of influencers during the
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pandemic the following five questions were admitted in the survey. These questions were
designed to determine whether or not the COVID-19 pandemic caused individuals to participate
more actively on social media and if the level of consumption would correlate with the following
of social media influencers. Furthermore, this survey aimed to understand whether or not these
influencers would be considered effective by the consumer. The following are the five questions
on the survey.
1. Which social media platforms do you engage with the most?
A. Instagram, B. Facebook, C. TikTok, D. YouTube, E. Other
2. My consumption of social media during the COVID-19 Pandemic
A. Decreased significantly, B. Somewhat decreased, C. Stayed the Same, D. Somewhat
increased, E. Increased Significantly
3. How many influencers do you follow on social media? (An influencer is defined as a
social media user that has the power to influence the potential buyers of a product or
service.)
A. 0, B. 1-3, C. 4-6, D. 6+
4. Did you notice and engage with influencers more during the COVID-19 Pandemic?
A. I did or B. I did not
5. Do you think that influencers are effective in recommending and promoting products on
social media?
A. I agree, B. I disagree, C. I don’t have an opinion
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In order to analyze the responses of the survey, I estimated regressions for Questions 2
through 5. I used an ordered logistic regression on Questions 2 and 3, since the dependent
variables being measured contained more than two categories or levels. For Questions 4 and 5, a
standard logistic model was used to obtain results since the dependent variables consisted of
binary responses. Finally, Question 1 had no preference level so that question was analyzed
using the percentage of each demographic in regards to the total number of responses, which was
250.
Demographics
The random selection of participants resulted in 59.6% males and 40.4% females. The
majority of the participants were between the ages of 35 and 44 accounting for 53.2% of
respondents. Another 26.8% were 25–34-year-olds. Furthermore, 10% of respondents were of
the ages 18-24, 8% were between 45-54, and only 2% were over the age of 54. 54.8% of
respondents had an annual income of $150,000 or more and 22% of those who completed the
survey had an income between $100,000 and $124,999. 13.6% made between $50,000 and
$74,999, and only 9.6% of responses came from individuals with an income of under $25,000.
Furthermore, 79.6% of participants in the survey were married, 12% were single, 3.6% reported
living with a partner, and 3.2% responded as being divorced. The remaining respondents
identified as being separated, widowed, or preferred not to say. 86.40% of responses came from
Caucasian individuals, 3.6% from Asians, 2% from Latinos, and 5.6% from African-American
individuals. The remaining 2.4% identified as being Hispanic, Arab, or preferred not to say. As
far as employment is concerned, 77.2% of respondents said they were employed for wages,
while 12.8% said they were self-employed, 3.2% said they were homemakers, and 3.6% were
students. The remaining 3.2% came from respondents who were unable to work, retired, in the
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military, or “other”. Finally, the education background of the respondents was comprised of
56.8% completing post-graduate school, 30% completing university, 8% completing high school,
3.2% completing vocational school, and 2% completing middle school.
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Section 2.2: Survey Results
Question 1
Question 1 of the survey asked, “Which social media platforms do you engage with the
most?”. The answer options were Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, Twitter, and Other.
118 of the 250 (at 47.2%) respondents identified Facebook as their most engaged with social
media platform. Instagram came in second with 24.4% of the responses and Twitter came in
third with 17.2% of responses. TikTok was claimed to be most used by 4.8% of respondents and
5.6% said they used YouTube the most. The remaining .8% of responses came from individuals
who selected “Other” as their answer. The results are demonstrated graphically in Figure I.

Figure I. Responses to Question 1: Which social media platforms do you engage with most?
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Of those who responded that Facebook was their most used social media platform,
61.86% were men and 38.14% were female. 50% of these respondents were between the ages of
35 and 44 and 33.05% were between the ages of 25 and 34. Furthermore, around half of those
who prefer Facebook have an income of $150,000 or more with 25.42% belonging to the income
range of between $100,000 and $125,000, and the remaining 23.73% contained respondents with
an income of $75,000 and less. 88.98% of those who selected Facebook as their most used social
media platform have earned a college degree or higher, while the remaining 11.11% did not.
Instagram was the second top answer among social media platforms with 62.3% males
and 37.7% females. Similar to the previously discussed response, 54.10% that selected Instagram
were between the ages of 35 and 44, and 24.59% were between the ages of 25 and 34. Income
and education levels mirrored the same trend as those who selected Facebook as their answer.
By analyzing these two top answer choices, it is clear to see that most users who engage
with social media platforms, specifically Facebook and Instagram, are between the ages of 25
and 44, have higher incomes, and have received a college-level education or above. This
question was designed to create an understanding of the demographics of individuals who were
using social media platforms during the pandemic and to analyze which specific platforms they
found themselves using the most.
Question 2
Question 2 states “My consumption of social media during the Covid-19 Pandemic…”,
with answer options of decreased significantly, somewhat decreased, stayed the same, somewhat
increased, and increased significantly. 174 of the 250 respondents (at 69.60%) stated that their
consumption rate of social media during the pandemic increased significantly. Furthermore,
14.8% said their use somewhat increased, 6% reported that it stayed the same, 5.2% said it

16

somewhat decreased, and 4.4% stated their social media consumption during this period
decreased significantly. These results are demonstrated graphically in Figure II.

Figure II. Responses to Question 2: My consumption of social media during the COVID-19
pandemic…
I used an ordered logistic regression model to examine the effect of various demographic
details on the response given to this question. This form of regression was used due to the fact
that the responses have a meaningful order and contain more than two levels of preference. The
results are displayed in Table I. As shown, marriage and age are the two statistically significant
factors in the individual’s likelihood of choosing that their social media use increased
significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic. With a p-value of 0.004, marriage was statistically
significant in the responses of individuals who chose that their social media consumption during
the COVID-19 pandemic increased significantly, so much so that they were three times more
likely to make this choice than other respondents who are not married. Furthermore, age is a
17

highly significant variable (with a p-value of 0.015), which demonstrates that for every year
older an individual is they are 4% less likely to pick that their social media use increased
significantly during the period given. Gender, race, college education, and income were
statistically insignificant to the responses of Question 2. These results demonstrate that younger
people and married people are more likely to answer with the highest level of response, which is
a significantly noticed increase in social media consumption during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Table I. Ordered logistic regression results for Question 2 of the survey administered to 250
respondents.
Question 2

Odds Ratio

Standard Error

P-Value

Female

.70

.22

.253

White

1.36

.57

.465

Married

3.05***

1.17

.004

Age

.96**

.01

.015

College

1.25

.55

.613

Income

1.05

.38

.892

Analyzing the significance of the variables gender, race, marital status, age, college education,
and income. * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01, all of which demonstrate significance in the
model.
Question 3
Question 3 of the survey asks “How many influencers do you follow on social media?
(An influencer is defined as a social media user that has the power to influence the potential
18

buyers of a product or service.)”. The answer choices offered were 0, 1-3, 4-6, and 6+. 46% of
respondents stated that they followed 6 or more social media influencers, 35.2% reported
following 4-6 influencers, 16% said they followed 1-3, and only 2.8% of responses came from
individuals who said they followed zero social media influencers. These results are displayed
graphically in Figure III. An ordered logistic regression was also estimated for the responses to
Question 3. The estimates are shown in Table II. As the results show, whether or not the
respondent went to college was statistically significant in whether or not they follow 6 or more
influencers on social media. People who have earned a college education or higher are around
two times more likely to follow 6+ social media influencers than those individuals who have an
education below college level. College education was the only statistically significant
independent variable for this question.

Figure III. Responses to Question 3: How many influencers do you follow on social media?
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Table II. Ordered logistic regression results for Question 3 of the survey administered to 250
respondents.
Question 3

Odds Ratio

Standard Error

P-Value

Female

0.86

0.24

0.598

White

0.93

0.37

0.848

Married

1.78

0.68

0.131

Age

0.98

0.01

0.236

College

2.21*

0.91

0.055

Income

1.40

0.47

0.320

Analyzing the significance of the variables including gender, race, marital status, age, college
education, and income. * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01, all of which demonstrate
significance in the model
Question 4
Question 4 states “Did you notice and engage with influencers more during the COVID19 pandemic?” This question has two answer options, which are “I did” or “I did not”. 224 of the
250 respondents stated that they did notice and engage more with social media influencers during
the pandemic, which accounts for around 89.6% of the respondent pool. The remaining 10.4%
stated that they did not notice any change in their level of engagement. These results are
displayed graphically in Figure IV. According to the results from the standard logistic regression
displayed in Table III, marital status, age, and level of income all were statistically significant
factors in whether or not the respondents documented that they did engage with influencers more
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during the COVID-19 pandemic. These results demonstrate that married respondents were more
than 7 times more likely to engage more with influencers during the COVID-19 pandemic than
those who were not married. People with an income of $75,000 or above were 7 times more
likely to respond that they saw an increase in their social media use during the pandemic than
individuals with an income of less than $75,000. Finally, age is another significant demographic
variable signifying that with every year older, the person was 4% less likely to report an increase
in interaction with social media users during the pandemic. The other variables including gender,
race, and college education were not statistically significant.

Figure IV. Responses to Question 4: Did you notice and engage with influencers more during
the COVID-19 pandemic?
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Table III. Standard logistic regression results for Question 4 of the survey administered to 250
respondents.
Question 4

Odds Ratio

Standard Error

P-Value

Female

0.44

0.25

0.145

White

1.27

0.70

0.663

Married

7.44***

4.11

0.000

Age

0.96**

0.02

0.032

College

1.48

0.85

0.488

Income

7.07**

1.74

0.022

Analyzing the significance of the variables including gender, race, marital status, age, college
education, and income. * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01, all of which demonstrate
significance in the model.
Question 5
Question 5 asks “Do you think that influencers are effective in recommending and
promoting products on social media and encourage purchasing?”. The answer choices for this
question in the survey were I agree, I disagree, or I do not have an opinion. 90% of the responses
recorded say that they do agree that influencers are effective in promoting products and
encouraging purchasing. Only 5.6% disagreed and 4.4% said that they did not have an opinion.
These results are displayed graphically in Figure V. For Question 5, gender, marital status, and
age provided to be significant to whether or not the respondent agreed with the question being
asked, which was whether or not social media influencers are effective in promoting products
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and encouraging purchasing. The regression results for this question are displayed in Table IV.
Age was a statistically significant variable, with a p-value of 0.001; however, with age, the odds
of an older person answering “I agree” was 8% less likely with each year of additional increase
in age. Furthermore, gender was a statistically significant predictor to the response for this
question. Females were 78% less likely than males to say influencers were effective. Finally,
marital status was also a statistically significant predictor in whether or not the respondent agreed
with the question being asked, with a p-value of 0.021 and an odds ratio of 3.73. People who are
married were 3 times more likely to agree that influencers are effective. Overall, the results of
this question demonstrate that being of younger age, being male, and being married were
statistically significant predictors for this question. Overall, these demographics are notable
when considering that 90% of those polled agreed with the notion that influencers are an
effective way to encourage the purchasing of products. These results highly support the
hypothesis of this thesis which is to show that the coronavirus pandemic that began in late 2019
and early 2020 led to increased social media consumption and a higher level of engagement with
authentic influencers who were successful in marketing for a specific company.
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Figure V. Responses to Question 5: Do you think that influencers are effective in recommending
and promoting products on social media and encourage purchasing?
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Table IV. Standard logistic regression results for Question 5 of the survey administered to 250
respondents.
Question 5

Odds Ratio

Standard Error

P-Value

Female

0.22**

0.13

0.014

White

1.34

0.81

0.626

Married

3.73**

2.13

0.021

Age

0.92***

0.02

0.001

College

2.52

1.64

0.155

Income

1.22

0.69

0.719

Analyzing the significance of the variables including gender, race, marital status, age, college
education, and income. * = p < 0.1, ** = p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01, all of which demonstrate
significance in the model.
Results
Through this random sample of respondents, the survey supports the hypothesis that the
COVID-19 pandemic shifted consumer behavior towards greater use of social media, allowing a
higher recognition of influencers by consumers that generated greater engagement allowing the
influencer economy to grow. Through the regression analysis, it is evident that being younger,
married, with higher income, and a level of college education was significant in the trend of
increased social media use during the pandemic. The majority of those polled reported that they
did notice increased use of social media during this time, along with increased engagement with
social media influencers, with most people following 6 or more influencers. Furthermore, most
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respondents stated that they did find influencers effective in promoting products and encouraging
purchasing.
Age and marriage were the two important predictors of large shifts in the level of social
media consumption. These groups who had increased social media use during the pandemic may
have behaved this way due to the fact they did not have a high level of consumption before the
pandemic, which could be due to the majority of their time being spoken for through other
activities that were limited by the pandemic’s onset. The onset of the pandemic created more
flexible schedules for many and reduced the cost of people’s time. For younger people, the
majority of their time may have been spent at school prior to the pandemic. School was
suspended for a few weeks during the pandemic’s onset and then transitioned online, giving
students more free time to use social media. For married individuals, much of their free time may
have been spent with their spouse when they were removed from work. However, as the onset of
the pandemic occurred people were with their spouses 100% of the time, which possibly
encouraged a higher rate of use of social media since the free time they had to themselves grew
during the pandemic. Furthermore, the same logic can be applied to the shift in following more
influencers. Age, marriage, and income level were the three groups significantly impacted here
and the same reasoning applies to age and marriage. Furthermore, individuals with a higher level
of income probably spent the majority of their time in the workplace prior to the pandemic;
however, after the pandemic began and people did not go to work in person anymore, high
income individuals were now left with more time to expend on social media allowing them to
increase the number of influencers they follow and interact with.
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Chapter 3: Company Return Analysis
I wanted to evaluate whether or not influencer marketing was effective in promoting
company profits during the COVID-19 pandemic. To do this I conducted an empirical analysis
using the Capital Asset Pricing Model (CAPM) as a guide to try to measure if chosen companies
earned any excess returns related to the pandemic.
The Capital Asset Pricing Model was used to guide the empirical analysis regarding
whether or not any excess returns were present during the pandemic. The formula used to
estimate stock returns for a specific company was provided by the Capital Asset Pricing Model
(CAPM). The formula for calculating expected return is as follows: Rit= Rf + βi (Rm−Rf). Where
Rit is the expected return of the company at time, t, Rf is the risk-free rate, βi measures the degree
of risk between the market return and the individual stock return, (Rm−Rf) is the market risk
premium. In order to determine the cumulative excess returns of company, i, during the
pandemic this model can be further broken down to: Rit = a + βRm,t + Dt + gi + eit. Where the
return for an individual company is equivalent to a, the market’s excess return, plus βRm,t, where
β measures the degree of risk between the market return and the individual stock return, Dt, the
cumulative excess returns of the companies during the pandemic, gi, measures any excess returns
of the company during normal times, and eit, which is an error term. The CAPM recognizes two
types of risk, idiosyncratic risk and aggregate risk, that contributes to stock returns of a specific
company. Idiosyncratic risk is the risk related to a specific company, which can be diversified
away
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through the development of a balanced portfolio. Aggregate risk is the market risk, which is
reflected by the market rate of return. Some companies have mirroring reactions to market
changes and other companies have opposite reactions to that of the market. This fact can allow
people to pick and choose companies that balance out the market risk in their investments.
The CAPM allowed me to examine the excess returns of individual companies following
the onset of the pandemic in the United States in March of 2020. By using this model, I am able
to measure the cumulative excess returns during the pandemic of the companies I chose to
analyze. However, I do recognize that the CAPM is not a perfect measure of company returns
because it does not perfectly fit the data set. This is due to the inability to measure the returns of
the entire market. The inability to capture accurate market returns is a measurement issue. The
market is composed of much more than the S&P 500 Index, which is what I used to estimate
market returns. The market is composed of private companies and real assets that are not
included in the S&P 500, making the estimate of market returns an imperfect measure.
I collected return data on companies that used this type of marketing and regressed these
returns on the returns of the S&P 500 during the same period to see if there were any excess
returns related to the pandemic. The choice of companies was determined by their influencer
marketing campaigns found on social media during the time period of March 2020 to July 2020.
By filtering through ad campaigns that were run during the initial onset of the pandemic I was
able to identify companies that paid influencers to promote their products. For example, a
popular influencer with over 1.1 million followers, Rachel Parcell, posted a photo on May 1,
2020 that declared her paid partnership with Nordstrom (Parcell, 2020). On June 17, 2020 she
made another post sharing about Amazon Fashion’s collaboration with Vogue Magazine
(Parcell, 2020). This post had the “#Ad” (Parcell, 2020), which influencers are required to
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include in their social media post if they are paid by a company for their post in order to
encourage transparency. Another influencer, Laura Beverlin, who has 1.2 million followers,
made a post about kitchen organization on June 13, 2020 that recognized her partnership with
eBay as she posted “#eBaypartner “(Beverlin, 2020). She has also made an advertised post for
Secret, a deodorant company owned by Proctor & Gamble, which can be found on her feed from
April 29, 2020 (Beverlin, 2020). Caitlin Covington is another popular influencer with 1.3 million
followers. On March 25, 2020 she made an ad post for Olay (a Proctor & Gamble Company)
(Covington, 2020), and in June of 2020 she also shared a post about her outfit from Walmart that
was a “#Ad” (Covington, 2020). Katie Gomes has a relatively smaller following than the
influencers mentioned above with around 231,000 followers, but similarly to Caitlin Covington,
she shared an ad for Olay on March 30, 2020 (Gomes, 2020). She also posted an ad for another
Proctor & Gamble Company, Tide, on June 30, 2020, which can be found on her Instagram feed
(Gomes, 2020). Finally, Kathleen Barnes, an influencer with 461,000 followers, made a post
regarding her Dove (a Unilever Company) partnership on April 30, 2020 (Barnes, 2020).
Given the research I did on social media to collect companies who used influencer
marketing during the pandemic, I chose to observe the following companies in my study: Proctor
& Gamble, Unilever, Walmart, Nordstrom, Amazon, and eBay. Proctor & Gamble put this
marketing into place through their brands Secret, Olay, and Tide. In addition, Unilever used this
marketing with their brand Dove. Two of these companies, Walmart and Unilever, were also
found to be listed in a report published by Linqia as clients of their influencer marketing
services, which was posted in their report titled “The State of Influencer Marketing 2021”
(Linqia, 2021). Data for both individual company returns and the return of the S&P 500 index

29

was collected from the Center for Research and Security Prices database for the months June
2019 to November 2020.
Table V contains the results of the regression. The results show that there was no
significant effect on returns during the pandemic. This can lead to two conclusions. The first is
that the use of influencer marketing did not produce any gains for these companies relative to
what would have been predicted. The second possibility is that influencer marketing did produce
gains for these companies, however, they were offset by the negative shocks to these specific
companies brought on by the pandemic. There is no way to distinguish between these two
possibilities in using my estimates.
Table V. Regression analysis results for the cumulative excess returns during the pandemic for
the companies Proctor & Gamble, Unilever, Walmart, Nordstrom, Amazon, and eBay.
Returns

Coefficient

Standard Error

P-Value

Return on the SP50~x

1.14

0.21

0.000

Covid Date

0.02

0.03

0.520

Proctor & Gamble

-0.01

0.03

0.813

Unilever

-0.02

0.03

0.483

Walmart

-0.00

0.03

0.939

Nordstrom

0.01

0.03

0.858

Amazon

0.01

0.03

0.810

eBay

-0.00

0.03

0.942
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Conclusion
The coronavirus pandemic may have created long-lasting changes in the behavior of
consumers and how businesses operate their marketing. The goal of my research was to
determine whether or not the COVID-19 pandemic, which began in the United States in March
of 2020, shifted consumer behavior in favor of increased participation in the influencer economy.
The first section of the methodology section regarding the survey was developed to analyze this
part of my research question. The survey was successful in demonstrating that majority of those
surveyed found that their social media consumption did increase during the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition, the majority of the people surveyed found that they did find themselves
engaging more with social media influencers. Finally, the majority of those surveyed also
thought influencers were effective in promoting the purchase of products. Overall, the survey
was successful in supporting my claim that a shift in consumer behavior did occur through
increased social media consumption and that this encouraged greater participation in the
influencer economy by consumers during the pandemic.
Furthermore, I aimed to evaluate whether certain companies that used influencer
marketing from March to July of 2020 experienced positive excess returns during the COVID-19
pandemic. Since the majority who responded to the survey found influencers to be effective in
promoting purchasing, an analysis of company returns was executed. By using the concept of the
Capital Asset Pricing Model, I was able to determine whether or not there were significant
excess returns related to the pandemic for specific companies. A regression of company
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returns was done against the market in order to determine any level of significance. However, the
results of the regression demonstrated that there was no significant effect on excess returns
during the pandemic. As discussed previously, this could be due to the fact that influencer
marketing had no effect on company returns, or this could be due to the negative shocks caused
by the pandemic that dramatically offset any positive gains made by influencer marketing. There
is no way to differentiate between these two results, therefore this analysis is inconclusive.
Although both of these results are possible, I think that it is very likely that the positive gains
contributed towards returns by influencer marketing were equivalently offset by the drastic
negative effects on returns brought by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, it is
possible to say that if these companies had refrained from using influencer marketing, then they
may have fared even worse during the pandemic with greater losses on their returns.
Without the time limitations that are in place to complete this project, I think it
would be possible to develop a stronger methodology for the return analysis portion of my
research. With more time and more resources, it is possible that I would have been able to collect
more solid and thorough information on the marketing techniques of a larger range of companies
in a more strategic manner. Furthermore, in a more controlled environment, I could possibly
collect data on perfect competitors, one that uses influencer marketing and one that does not, in
order to compare their returns against one another, which would help me develop a stronger
analysis of whether or not influencer marketing is making positive contributions to company
profits and returns. In doing these two things, it is possible that I would have been able to obtain
a more favorable result that demonstrates a positive correlation between influencer marketing
and company returns.
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